The quandary of cancer prevention.
The incidence and mortality due to the major cancers such as lung, breast, colon-rectum, prostate, and ovary have changed very little over the past 20-30 years, in spite of the introduction of important new treatments and apparent prolongation of survival of patients with these cancers. The new strategies focus on earlier detection and primary prevention of cancer. Three approaches for prevention are receiving increasing prominence as an approach to reducing the incidence of cancer: (1) control of common source environmental carcinogens, (2) modification of personal health behavior believed to increase or decrease the risk of cancer, and (3) identification of specific genotypes that increase the risk of cancer. All of these approaches offer some hope of reducing cancer incidence and morbidity. All will be costly and, therefore, require careful evaluation. It is likely that the changes in personal health behaviors will have the greatest overall impact on cancer incidence. Identification of specific genotypes will be of importance for high risk families. At present, it is unlikely that control of environmental common sources will substantially reduce cancer incidence without better measures of exposure and risk of disease.